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Fortification Complex 


Murtazali Gadjiev 
Institute of History, Archaeology, and Ethnography, 
Dagestan Centre, Russian Academy of Sciences, Makhachkala 


Abstract 


The paper discusses several aspects of the history of one of the great architectural 
and fortifying undertakings of the Sasanian period, namely the Derbend defensive 
wall. Comparing all the available data on the time of this construction, the author 
draws a picture of the key historical events of the 6th century A.D., the complicated 
relations of the Sasanians with their neighbours, and the phenomenon of the so- 
called Northern tribes, against whom, strictly speaking, the Derbend fortification 
complex was erected. The article gives a convincing answer to the problem of the 
construction date of the Derbend fortification complex, rightfully called the Great 
Caucasian Wall. 
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In order to create a safe barrier on the way of the increasing incursions 
of the Huns, Savirs, and Turkic tribes, which sought to cut their way to 
the rich lands of Transcaucasia and the Near Fast through the Derbend 
Gorge, in the midst of the 6th century A.D., the Sasanians undertook the 
erection of an immense fortifying complex in the Eastern Caucasus, 
where the mountains creep closely to the Caspian Sea. 

This defensive system included two main components. The first one 
was the city of Derbend itself (a Pers. compound from dar “gate” and 
band “knot, band, dam”), first attested in the well-known “Geography” 
(ASxarhac‘oyc’) by the 7th century Armenian author Anania Sirakac‘i.' 


' Géographie de Moise de Coréne d'après Ptolémée, edited and transl. by A. Soukry, 
Venice, 1881: 27; The Geography of Ananias of Sirak (ASxarhacoyc’). The Long and the 
Short Versions, transl. and comm. by R. H. Hewsen, Wiesbaden, 1992: II,12-13. 
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The city architecture consisted of a huge tower (present-day Naryn- 
kala), situated on the Jalgani Range, at the height of 200 metres above 
the sea level, occupying 3,5 hectares, and two (northern and southern) 
city walls, which, splitting off from the citadel and going more than 150 
metres into the sea, completely partitioned off the nearly 3,5 km wide 
foreland of the coastal plain.” Between the almost parallel city walls, on 
an area of nearly 140 hectares, the town itself, with only 30 hectares of 
habitable space (Sahristan) was located. The second main element of the 
Derbend defensive system was the 42 km long Dag-Bary mountain wall, 
stretching from the south-west corner tower of the citadel to the moun- 
tains, with multiple forts and fortresses. 

The stone made Derbend complex came to replace the adobe fortifi- 
cations erected under the reign of Yazdigerd II (439-457) and marking 
the first stage of the Sasanians’ counterwork constructions in the East- 
ern Caucasus.’ The complex became the acme of the fortifying architec- 
ture, crowning the system of the so-called Limes Caspius—frontier “long 
walls” belting the Caspian Sea eastward and westward, on the boundary 
of the sedentary and nomadic worlds. 

Most of the Persian and Arab authors (al-Baladhuri, Ibn al-Fagih, al- 
Masudi, al-Istakhri, Ibn Khordadbeh, al-Mugaddasi, Hamza Isfahani, and 
others) ascribe the construction of the Derbend defensive system to 
Shahinshah Khosrow I Anushirvan (531-579). The 9th century Arab ge- 
ographer al-Baladhuri reports that Khosrow I, in an attempt to protect 
his domains from the nomads, offered the Kagan of the Khazars “peace, 
friendship, and amity”, and as a token of that .“asked to give [him] his 
daughter (the Khazar princess) in marriage”.* The possibility of claims 
to the throne of Iran in the future induced the Khazar Kagan to make 
peace with Khosrow and to send his daughter to Iran. Khosrow, in his 
turn, taking advantage of the respite, by the Kagan’s consent, “erected 


? On the sea walls of Derbend, see A. A. Kudrjavcev, M. S. Gadziev, “Archdologi- 
sche Unterwasseruntersuchungen an der Ktiste von Darband”, Archdologische Mittei- 
lungen aus Iran und Turan (AMIT), Bd. 33, Berlin, 2001; idem, “Podvodnye arxeologi- 
českie issledovaniya v akvatorii Derbenta”, Problemy istorii, filologii, kul’tury, vypusk 
XII, Moscow-Magnitogorsk, 2003. 

3 A. A. Kudryavcev, “O datirovke pervyx sasanidskix ukreplenij v Derbente”, So- 
vetskaya arxeologiya (SA), No 3, 1978: 31-43; idem, “Dlinnye steny na Vosto¢nom Kav- 
kaze”, Voprosy istorii, No. 11, 1979: 243-257; M. S. Gadziev, “Issledovaniya syrcovoj 
fortifikacii citadeli Derbenta sasanidskogo vremeni”, Drevnyaya i srednevekovaya arxi- 
tektura Dagestana, Maxackala, 1989: 61-76. 

* Ahmad Ibn Yahya al-Baladhurt, Kitab futūh al-buldan, Liber expugnationis regio- 
num auctore Imámo Ahmed ibn Jahja ibn Djabir al-Beladsori, edidit M. J. de Goeje, 
Lugduni Batavorum (Leiden), 1866. 
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a wall of rock and lead, stretching from the sea to the top of the moun- 
tains, and hanged iron gates at the entrance”. Hereupon, the Shahin- 
shah sent the princess back to the defrauded father. In fact, it was the 
marriage of Khosrow and the daughter of Istemi Khan, the ruler of the 
powerful Turkic Kaganate, that took effect in 544 A.D., and aimed at 
strengthening the alliance of the two powers.‘ 

As was reported by a later author, Zahir ad-Din Mar'ashi (died in 
1487), the fortifications of Derbend were built by the city ruler and the 
Shah’s vicegerent Narseh b. Jamasp on Khosrow’s instructions ’. Similar 
information is brought by Ali Gilani (17th century) in his “History of 
Mazandaran”.* 

Several sources (Ibn al-Faqih, al-Tabari, Derbend-Name) ascribe the 
construction of this defensive line to two other Sasanian rulers, namely 
to Khosrow’s father Kavad I (488-531), and even to his grandfather 
Peroz (457-484). However, the Armenian author Movsés Katankatuac‘i, 
speaking about Derbend (Cor) at the beginning of the 7th century, em- 
phasises that not a king, but “... the kings of Persia had built [the defen- 
sive wall in Derbend] at great expense, bleeding their country, and re- 
cruiting architects, and procuring various materials for the construc- 
tion of the wonderful works with which they blocked [the passes] be- 
tween the Mount Caucasus and the Eastern [Caspian] Sea”.’ 

The names of the thousands of people participating in this “con- 
struction of the century” are unknown, but there remain many “signa- 
tures” left in the forms of various nishans, tamghas, and symbols” on the 
fortification walls. Besides, a considerable number (32) of construction 
inscriptions in Middle Persian is preserved. 


` Ibid. 

ê M. I. Artamonov, Istoriya xazar, Leningrad, 1962: 133-135; L. N. Gumilev, Drevnie 
Tyurki, Moscow, 1967: 39-40, fn. 62. 

” Sehir-eddin’s Geschichte von Tabaristan, Rujan und Mazanderan. Persischer Text, 
hrsg. von B. Dorn (Muhammedanische Quellen, I Theil), SPb., 1850: 38. 

°M. Y. Kiani, Parthian Sites in Hyrcania: The Gurgan Plain (Archäologische Mitteilun- 
gen aus Iran (AMI), Erganzungband 9), Berlin, 1982: 14. 

? The History of the Caucasian Albanians by Movsés Dasxuranc‘i, transl. by C. J. F. 
Dowsett, London, 1961: 83 (II, 11); cf. the translations of this passage: Istoriya Agvan 
Mojseya Kagankatvaci, pisatelya X veka, perevod s arm. K. Patkanyan, SPb, 1861: 105; 
Movses Kalankatvaci, Istoriya strany Aluank, perevod s drevnearmyanskogo, predis- 
lovie i kommentarii Š. V. Smbatyana, Erevan, 1984: 78. 

M.S Gadziev, A. A. Kudrjavcev, “Steinmetzzeichen des 6. Jahrhunderts n. Chr. 
in Darband”, AMIT, Bd. 33, Berlin, 2001: 357-390. 
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Particularly interesting among them is inscription N 3 (according to 
the numeration by E. A. Pakhomov"'). Its discovery was once ascribed to 
academician I. A. Orbeli, who visited Derbend in 1928,’ whereas the in- 
scription was originally found as early as in 1850 by lieutenant-general 
I. A. Bartolomej (1813-1870), a member of the Russian Academy of Sci- 
ences.” The inscription is available in the “Album of the Derbend 
Inscriptions”” in the Archives of the Russian Geographical Society in St. 
Petersburg. The Album was compiled by N. V. Khanykov’ after 1862. 
Alongside with the ten water-colour sketches of various ruins and 50 
drawings of Arabic and Persian inscriptions form Transcaucasia, Iran, 
and Dagestan, it contains the drawings of 26 medieval inscriptions from 
Derbend, one of them being in Middle Persian. The latter’s comparison 
with the other Middle Persian inscriptions from Derbend proves that it 
is just inscription N 3 published by E A. Pakhomov in 1929,” 

It is located 1,2 metres high on the northern city wall, on the so- 
called curtain between towers 9 and 10, 2,0 metres from tower 9, on the 
face-stone of 54x107 cm size (see the Photo). Inscriptions NN 5 and 11 
are located here as well. Inscription N 3 contains seven vertical lines; its 
letters are 6,5-7cm high, and it is written in a cursive script similar to 
the Book-Pahlavi letters. The text of the inscription runs as follows: 


(1) ZNH W MN ZNH én ud az ēn 
(2) "pl abar 

(3) SNT 37 sal 37 

(4) dlywš ZY Darius 1 

(5) twrp’tkn Adurbadagan 
(6) ’mlkl amargar 

(7) krty kard 


“This and here-hence upwards, in the year of 37, Dariush, the amargar of 
Adurbadagan, made”. 


n E, A. Paxomov, “Pexlevijskie nadpisi Derbenta”, Izvestiya obscestva obsledovaniya 
i izuceniya Azerbajjana, No 8. vypusk V, Baku, 1929: 1-25. 

2 bid: 11,14; K. V. Trever, Ocerki po istorii i kul'ture Kavkazskoj Albanii, Moscow- 
Leningrad, 1959: 347. 

B M. S. Gadžiev, “Iz istorii otkrytiya srednepersidskix nadpisej Derbenta (k 280- 
letiyu izuéeniya derbentskoj epigrafiki)”, Vostok (Oriens), No 5, 2002: 45-50. 

4 V, A. Kra¢kovskaya, “Neizvestnyj albom po arabskoj i persidskoj epigrafike”, 
Epigrafika Vostoka, vypusk II, 1946. 

15 [N. V. Xanykov] “Al’bom risunkov s pamyatnikov i nadpisej goroda Derbenta”, 
Ucenyj arxiv RGO, Razr. 52, Op. 1, No 63. 

1€ Paxomov, op. cit.: 14, II,3. 
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Photo of Inscription N 3 


The inscription is unique as it contains the construction date of the 
Derbend fortifications. There is yet no consensus among the scholars on 
the reading of the date. H. S. Nyberg was first to suggest the reading as 
“the year of 700”. He writes: “There is hardly any doubt in the meaning 
of the term denoting “year”; the same is true about the numeral. It may 
be assumed that here we deal with the Arsacid chronology, starting 
from 247 B.C.; thus, it appears to be the year of 533 A.D. This is fully 
confirmed by the historians’ data, indicating that the Derbend ramparts 
were notably strengthened and heightened under Khosrow Anushirvan 

” 17 

This point of view was accepted by many scholars, who, however, 
approached this date in different chronologies. Ernst Herzfeld, in par- 
ticular, looked at the date within the semi-legendary “Zoroaster Era”, 
which, according to the Zoroastrian tradition, started from “the 258th 
year after Alexander”” (i.e. after 323 B.C.). Thus, “the year of 700” from 
65 B.C. denotes 635 A.D. G. Gropp assumed that it was “the year of 700” 
of the Seleucid Era, counting from 312/311 B.C., thus determining the 
date of the construction as 389 A.D.’? Kasumova, however, noted later 


‘7H. S. Nyberg (G. S. Nyuberg), “Materialy po istolkovaniyu pexlevijskix nadpisej 
Derbenta”, Izvestiya obscestva obsledovaniya i izuceniya Azerbajdjana, No 8, vypusk V, 
Baku, 1929: 29, 

18 E. Herzfeld, Zoroaster and His World, vol. I. Princeton, 1947: 13-15. 

? G. Gropp, “Bericht über eine Reise in West- und Siidlran”, AMI, N.F, Bd. 3, Ber- 
lin, 1970: 173, 208; idem, “Die Derbent-Inschriften und das Adur GuSnasp”, Monumen- 
tum H. S. Nyberg I (Acta Iranica 4). Tehran-Liége, 1975: 316, Anm. 4. 
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that in the Sasanian Iran, the Seleucid Era was used only by Christians; 
another contradiction being the well-developed vertical cursive script.” 
In any case, these dates contradict the historical facts: the year 635 falls 
on the reign of the last Sasanian king Yazdigerd III (632-651), and 389 
coincides with the reign of Shahinshah Varahran IV (388-399), whereas 
in the written tradition, the construction of the defensive complex is 
associated with the names of Khosrow I Anushirvan (531-579) and his 
father Kavad (488-531). 

E. A. Pakhomov argued that “the year of 700”, according to the Arsa- 
cid Era, corresponds to 453 and not to 553 A.D. as Nyberg had errone- 
ously calculated. He suggested a more substantiated reading of the date 
as “the year of 37” (corresponding to 568 A.D.), and connected it with 
Khosrow’s reign.” This reading was accepted by W. B. Henning, yet he 
considered “the year of 27” as another possible reading.” 

V. G. Lukonin first suggested the reading of the date as “the year of 
3” (sidigar), pointing to the fact that, “the way of writing dates in the 
Derbend inscriptions is identical to that on Khosrow’s coins”.” As in- 
forms S. O. Knhan-Magometov,” in 1970 V. G. Lukonin read the date as 
“the 17th year” of Khosrow’s reign. However, later he proposed two 
other versions, “the year of 9” or “the year of 18”. Kasumova shared 
Pakhomov’s reading as “the year of 37”, i.e. 568 A.D.”° 

Thus, specialists split on one of the most important issues of the 
Middle Persian epigraphy in Derbend. However, they are unanimous 
both in dating the inscriptions by the 6th century A.D. and in connect- 


2 S, Kasumova, “K tolkovaniyu srednepersidskix nadpisej iz Derbenta”, Vestnik 
drevnej istorii (VDI), No 1, 1979: 124; eadem, “Novye naxodki srednepersidskix nad- 
pisej v Derbente”, VDI, No 1, 1988: 92. 

^ Paxomov, op. cit.: 14-15. 

2 W, B. Henning, “Mitteliranisch”, Handbuch der Orientalistik, Abt. 1, Bd. IV, Lei- 
den-Koln, 1958: 48-49. 

3 V, G. Lukonin, “Srednepersidskie nadpisi iz Kara-tepe”, Buddijskie pescery Kara- 
tepe v Starom Termeze, Moscow, 1969: 45, fn. 23. 

4S. 0. Xan-Magometov, Derbent. Gornaya stena. Auly Tabarsana, Moscow, 1979: 27. 

3 Apud: Kudryavcev, “O datirovke pervyx sasanidskix ukreplenij v Derbente”: 
256-257, fn. 69; idem, Drevnij Derbent, Moscow, 1982: 94. 

% Kasumova, “K tolkovaniyu srednepersidskix nadpisej iz Derbenta”: 123-124; 
eadem, “Novye naxodki srednepersidskix nadpisej v Derbente”: 94-95. 
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ing inscription N3 with the reign of Khosrow I Anushirvan.” The paleo- 
graphic data prove the above stated.” 


cop hI Cor 


The Text of Inscription N 3 


The first form of the third line in the inscription can be read with 
certainty as “year” (SNT = sal). What follows then is a numerical desig- 
nation in the form of seven short vertical lines and an elongated one, 
connected with a horizontal line, the latter being terminated with a 
transversal vertical line (see the Text). This way of writing, as suggested 
by Pakhomov,” may clearly indicate to numeral “37”, written in the re- 
verse order, where units precede tens—the first seven short lines de- 
note the units and the last two—the Middle Persian writing of numeral 
“30”. Although for the Middle Persian inscriptions the numerals with 
the units following the tens are more typical, here a case of lapsus calami 
seems to be obvious; a similar error occurs in the Sogdian inscription on 
a IV century silver dish in the Hermitage collection.” 


” See, e.g. Artamonov, “Drevnij Derbent”, SA, No 8, 1946: 137; Henning, op. cit.: 
48; E. Kettenhofen, “Darband”, Encyclopaedia Iranica, Ehsan Yarshater (Ed.), vol. VII: 
16; V. G. Lukonin, “Political, Social and Administrative Institutions. Taxes and 
Trade”, The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. III/2, Cambridge, 1983: 683; etc. 

° Ph. Gignoux, “A Review Article”, Studia Iranica, 5, 1976: 304-305. 

” E, A. Paxomov, “K tolkovaniyu pexlevijskix nadpisej Derbenta”, Izvestiya AGNII, 
t. I, vypusk 2, Baku, 1930: 14-15. 

2 Kasumova, “K tolkovaniyu srednepersidskix nadpisej iz Derbenta”: 123, fn. 70. 
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Inscription N 3 contains no designations for numerals “20” and “10”, 
which rules out the possibility of reading such dates, whereas the last 
two numerical characters of the inscription—the high vertical and the 
short transversal lines, following the seven short ones—decisively des- 
ignate “30”. The reading “the year of 9” cannot be relevant as well: the 
number of short lines would be nine in that case; otherwise it would 
have a literal denotation nwhm (nohum). Finally, “the third year”—SNT 
styk(l) (sal sidigar/sidig) cannot be considered as correct either, since the 
inscription contains no literal marking of such a date.’ 

A. A. Kudryavtsev attracted scholars’ attention to the fact that “the 
year of 37” (all the more, “the year of 18” or “the year of 9”) might cor- 
respond to the long-lasting reigns of not only Khosrow I (531-579) and 
Khosrow II (590-628), but also to that of Kavad I (484-531). That means, 
the beginning of the complex construction might be started under 
Kavad’s rule, which corresponds to the data of some written sources 
(Ibn al-Fagih, at-Tabari, Derbend-name).” Besides, Kudryavtsev, in 
accordance with the method once practiced by M. I. Artamonov,” and 
putting the possible date and the then political situation in the region in 
the limelight, proved that the 27th or the 37th years of Kavad’s reign 
corresponded to “the time of outbreak and activation of the Savirs, 
which stimulated the fortification of the Caucasian gates, and the Der- 
bend Gate in particular. In the 18th year of Kavad’s reign, he won back 
the Derbend fortifications from the Huns and started fortifying works 
there”.** 

The following suggested dates—“the year of 18” (V. G. Lukonin), 
“the year of 27” (W. B. Henning), “the year of 37” (E. A. Pakhomov)—are 
rather expedient to be discussed in the context of the political-military 
situation in the region in the 6th century. One should bear in mind that 
the date in inscription N 3 (regarding the topographical evidence and 
the location of the Middle Persian inscriptions in the masonry of the 
northern defensive wall) records not an intermediate period but the fi- 
nal date of the construction of the northern city wall and the Derbend 
citadel, i.e. that of the first stage of the complex construction.” 

The above mentioned dates correspond respectively to 507, 517, and 
526, and are characterised by the tense political-military situation in 


* Ibid.: 124. 

* Kudryavcev, op. cit.: 256-257, fn. 72; idem, Drevnij Derbent; 94-95. 

3 Artamonoy, op. cit.: 137. 

3 Kudryavcev, Drevnij Derbent: 94. 

35 M. S. Gadziev, “Novye naxodki i topografiya srednepersidskix nadpisej Der- 
benta”, VDI, No 2, 2000: 124-126,129. 
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the Caucasus. So, one should take into account the situation both 
around the supposed dates, and the approximate time spent on the con- 
struction process itself. 

The years of 503-508 meet the war period with the Huns (the 
Savirs?),*° and the peace with Byzantium (507): the Sasanians could 
hardly undertake such a large-scale construction, requiring not only a 
favourable political-military situation, but also significant investments. 
It is worthy to note that in 505, after the conclusion of truce, Byzantium 
paid Shahinshah Kavad eleven centenaries (i.e. nearly 360 kg.) of gold. *” 

In 516-517, Iran evidently was in alliance with the Savirs,** the latter 
periodically having invaded the Asian territories of Byzantium through 
the Caspian gates. As a whole, it was an auspicious period for fortifying 
activities, barring, to a certain extent, the hard financial situation of the 
Sasanian power, and the long absence of the Byzantine revenue of gold 
to the Iranian treasury, aimed at guarding of the Caucasian passes.” 

And finally, the year of 527 was the period of the aggravation of the 
relations between Iran and Byzantium on the one side, and between 
Iran and the Savirs, on the other (after the events of 522, i.e. the murder 
of the “King of the Huns” Zilgivin). 

At the same time, it should be mentioned that, during the reign of 
Shahinshah Kavad, particularly in the period from 508 to 526, when Iran 
was not at a war state with Byzantium and regained its control over the 
Eastern Caucasus and Derbend, indeed, significant fortifying activities 
were carried out in the region. Yet, the matter at issue is the construc- 
tion of the several kilometre long Gilgilchay fortifying wall, reliably 
identified with the “Apzūt Kavat long wall, [stretching] to the Alminon 


swamps and to the Sea”, as reported by Anania Sirakac‘i,*° who derived 


* Yu. R. Dzafarov, “K voprosu o pervom poyavlenii sabir v Zakavkaz’e”, VDI, No 
3, 1979: 166-172; idem, Gunny i Azerbajdzan, Baku, 1985: 72-73, 76-77. 

” N. V. Pigulevskaya, Sirijskie istocniki po istorii narodov SSSR, Moscow-Leningrad, 
1941: 155; Procop, De bello Pers., 1, 9. 

** See Artamonov, Istoriya xazar: 70. 

” In 457, the time of difficult internal situation in Iran (the struggle for the 
throne between Shahinshah Hormizd and his brother Peroz), Byzantium disengaged 
itself from the obligation of sharing the expenses on the defense of the Caucasian 
passes, and stopped the payouts to Iran up to 531, despite Iran’s multiple missions 
and demands. Only in the beginning of the 480s, Shahinshah Peroz received certain 
amount from Emperor Zenon (474-491), and in 505, after concluding peace, Byz- 
antium paid to Shahinshah Kavad eleven centenaries of gold (Pigulevskaya, op. cit.: 
155; Procop, De bello Pers., 1, 9), i.e. about 360 kg. 

*° The Geography of Ananias of Širak: II.12-13. On the Gilgichay defensive wall, see 
E. A. Paxomov, “Krupnejsie pamyatniki sasanidskogo stroitel’stva v Zakavkaz’e”, 
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its name from the name of the ruling monarch (MPers. Apzūt Kavat, 
“Kavad increased [in glory]”). Its construction was obviously aimed at 
preventing the invasion of a new huge nomadic union led by the Savirs. 
It may be also assumed that the eleven centenaries of gold received 
from Byzantium in 505, were expended on the Gilgilchay wall construc- 
tion. 

Kosumova adduced an essential argument in favour of the opinion 
that the construction works in Derbend were rather started under 
Shahinshah Khosrow, than under Kavad. Mentioned in the inscriptions 
is the amargar (a financial official of a high rank) of Adurbadagan (kust i 
Adurbadagan), the title being introduced during the first years of Khos- 
row I Anushirvan’s reign, its jurisdiction, apart from proper Adurbada- 
gan, covering the Transcaucasian territories of the Sasanians—Albania, 
Armenia, and Iberia. Kosumova referred this date to the time of Khos- 
row I Anushirvan (568), defining it as the date of one of the “stages of 
construction works”.*’ And if this date fixes the end of the first and 
relatively short stage of the works, the possibility of the initiation of the 
Derbend complex construction under Kavad is out of question. 

There was a common opinion among the scholars that the huge for- 
tifying works at Derbend Gorge took a considerable time interval. On 
the basis of the political-military situation in the region and the date 
(“the year of 37”), Artamonov concluded that the fortifying works were 
carried out in 562-571. Kudryavtsev, nevertheless, called into doubt 
the possibility of “the construction of a massive defensive complex with 
the 2 million cubic metres of masonry content during such a short pe- 
riod of time”, believing that “the major part of the works was done un- 
der the reign of Khosrow Anushirvan”.” He noted that “the Pahlavi in- 
scriptions fixed certain periods of the first stage of the work”.™ Previously, 


Problemy istorii material’noj kul’tury, No 9-10. Moscow, 1933; X. P. Abdullov, “Gil’gil’- 
éajskaya oboronitel’naya stena i krepost’ Cirax-kala”, SA, 2, 1968; A. A. Aliev, “Arxeo- 
logigeskie raskopki Gil’gil’€ajskogo oboronitel’nogo sooruzeniya”, Izv. AN AzSSR, Ser. 
istorii, filosofii i prava, No 3, Baku, 1984; idem, “Ob oboronitel’nyx sooruZeniyax Kav- 
kazskoj Albanii”, Vsesoyuznaya arxeologiceskaya konferenciya, Tez. dokl., Baku, 1985; A. 
A. Aliev, I. N. Aliev, M. S. Gadžiev, M. G. Gejtner, et al., “Novye issledovaniya Gil’gil’- 
čajskoj oboronitel’noj steny”, Problemy istorii, filologii, kul’tury, vypusk XIV, Moscow- 
Magnitogorsk, 2004: 441-465; A. A. Aliev, I. N. Aliev, M. S. Gadjiev, M. G. Gejtner, et 
al., “The Ghilghilchay Defensive Long Wall: New Investigations”, Ancient East and 
West, vol. 5. No 1-2, 2006: 143-177. 

^ Kasumova, Novye naxodki srednepersidskix nadpisej: 94-95. 

* Artamonov, Drevnij Derbent: 137 


* Kudryavcev, Drevnij Derbent: 95 
* Ibid. 
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Kosumova had supposed that the fortification works in Derbend would 
take sufficiently long time,” the standpoint admitting possibility of the 
construction works’ beginning under Shahinshah Kavad. Some scholars 
cited also Movsés Katankatuac‘i.*° However, the author of the late 7th- 
early 8th cc. could exaggerate the real data, as he was not the contem- 
porary with the event. 

The estimate demonstrates that the first stage of the construction 
works, remarked by the erection of the northern city wall and Derbend 
citadel, had been finished at a relatively early time. Evidently, the whole 
construction of the Derbend fortification complex, including Derbend 
itself (the citadel, as well as the northern and the southern walls of the 
city), and the forty-kilometre long mountain wall Dag bary, did not last 
very long. The calculations we have done in accordance with a special 
methodology, tried out in the history of architecture,” definitely prove 
that the first stage of the Derbend fortification construction could be 
completed within one year. 

Thus, if the date in inscription N3 fixes the end of the construction’s 
first stage, its beginning should be dated one year back, with a small 
margin of error. Apart from the calculations admitting such possibility 
in principle, we have an evidence of a similar efficient and short-term 
construction, close to our case both in terms of area and chronology.” 

Taking the possible readings of the dates in inscription N 3 into con- 
sideration, we can accept the following years of Khosrow Anushirvan’s 
reign and of the first stage of the Derbend fortification complex con- 
struction: “the year of 18” corresponding to 549-550, “the year of 27”— 
to 558-559, and “the year of 37”—to 568-569. 

Regarding the political-military situation in the region, the first date 
can hardly be accepted, since it is characterised by a critical situation 
requiring considerable expenses on the western borders of the country 
(Proc., De bello Pers., I, 22, 1-10, II, 28, 1-12; 29, 29-32; idem, De bello Goth., 
IV, 8, 1-37). 

The absence of reliable fortification constructions in Derbend and 
the often “plundering inroads” of Khazars (particularly in 551),” ap- 


“ Kasumova, Novye naxodki srednepersidskix nadpisej: 93. 

*° See the cited locus above. 

*” See G. E. Afanas’ev, Donskie alany, Moscow, 1993: 143. 

" See N. V. Pigulevskaya, Sirijskaya srednevekovaya istoriografiya i perevody, S. Pe- 
terburg, 2000: 185-192, 555. 

? See Artamonov, Istoriya xazar: 125-126; Dzafarov, Gunny i Azerbajdjan: 93-95; I. 
G. Semenov, Etnopoliticeskaya istoriya Vostocnogo Kavkaza v III-IV vv., Avtoref. dis. 
kand. ist. nauk, Maxačkala, 2002: 23. 
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peared to be the main reason wherefore the Patriarch of the Albanian 
church moved from Derbend (Cora) to Partav in 552.° 

In the Caucasus, the years of 558-559 are important in terms of the 
appearance of the Avars, who, apparently in alliance with Iran, in 558 
attacked the Savirs—the potential enemies of Iran, and the Uturgurs 
(Utigurs)°’—the Byzantine allies. That was also the period of a big cam- 
paign to Coastal Caspian Dagestan by Khosrow Anushirvan, who, as re- 
ported by al-Tabari, led the armies against the “Abkhaz, Banjar, Balan- 
jar, and Alan peoples”. Al-Tabari further narrates about Khosrow’s 
new triumphal campaign “to the land of Khazars”, i.e. to the north- 
western Caspian coasts. The historiographer places this event right af- 
ter his narrative about the end of Khosrow Anushirvan’s war against 
Byzantium (which ended in 561 with the conclusion of a peace agree- 
ment), and before the war against the Ephtalites, which began in 562.” 
It allows us to place the campaign in 561-562, most probably in early 
562. It was right after those successful military campaigns, when Khos- 
row Anushirvan “conquered Burjan, then he returned and built Al-Bab 
va-l-abvab”.** Ibn al-Athir superadded these data with the information 
about Khosrow’s building the cities of Shabaran and Maskata, and his 
appointing rulers of the ethno-political regions of the North-East Cau- 
casus.” According to the 9th-10th century Arab authors, Khosrow Anu- 
shirvan founded more than 20 fortified centres in the Caucasus (mainly 
in the East Caucasus)—cities and fortresses are called bab “gate” in 
Arabic sources (a calque from MPers. dar). Particularly interesting is the 
information provided by Ibn al-Fagih and Ibn Khordadbeh that “Khos- 
row founded Balanjar and Samandar”, which were to later become the 
most important centres in the Khazar Kaganate and which are identi- 
fied respectively with the early medieval Upper Chir-Yurt and Mak- 


*° The History of the Caucasian Albanians: 4. 

`! L, N. Gumilev, Drevnie tyurki, Moscow, 1967: 37-38. 

5 A. R. Sixsaidov, “Kniga at-Tabari “Istoriya poslannikov i carej” o narodax Se- 
vernogo Kavkaza”, Pamyatniki istorii i literatury Vostoka. Period feodolizma, Moscow, 
1986: 69-70; on the date of this campaign, see Semenov, op. cit.: 24. 

> Gumilev, Drevnie tyurki: 40. 

*4 Sixsaidov, op. cit.: 70. 

5 Tbn-ar-Asir, Tarix-al-Kamil (Polnyj svod istorii). Materialy po istorii Azerbajdžana, P. 
K. Zuze (Ed.), Baku, 1940: 10. 

*% Ibn al-Fakix, Kniga o stranax, N. A. Karaulova (Ed.), Sbornik materialov dlya opi- 
saniya mestnostej i plemen Kavkaza, Tiflis, 1902: 15; Ibn Xordadbex, Kniga putej i stran, 
N. Velixanova (Ed.), Baku, 1986: 109. 
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hachkala city-sites in the north-western Caspian coasts.” The names of 
these cities have Iranian origin (in particular, Samandar, MPers. saman 
dar “outside gates”, reflecting the geographical location of the fortress, 
a far northern defile in the western coastal Caspian region). One may 
assume that these strongholds of the Iranian presence in the area were 
reinforced after the triumphal campaign of the Persians in 562 “to the 
country of Khazars”. 

Thus, Iran’s military campaigns against the north-Caucasian tribes in 
the late 550-s and early 560-s were aimed not only at establishing a 
temporary peaceful situation in the Caucasus, but also at creating an 
opportunity for starting a large-scale fortification construction in the 
East Caucasus, namely the Derbend defensive complex, which would 
stop the nomads’ incursions once and for all. Therefore, the chronologi- 
cal frames suggested by Artamonov (562-571) are generally acceptable, 
but with certain reservations. This huge construction was financially 
supported as well. According to the Iran-Byzantium peace treaty (561), 
Byzantium was obliged to pay to Iran 30 thousand solids (i.e. 136.5 kg of 
gold coins) per each year for a period of 50 years. Constantinople had to 
render the tribute for the first seven years at once; then, after a seven- 
year period, to pay a three-year amount at once, and afterwards the 
payments were to become annual (Menand, Frag., 11). Thus, in the be- 
ginning of 562 (the treaty was signed at the end of 561), Iran received 
955.5 kg of gold (for the years of 561-567), and in 568—more than 409.5 
kg (for the period of 568-570). A considerable part of this money was 
allotted to Iran for the securing and enforcement of the Caucasian gates 
and passes; the first item of the treaty ran that “the Persians were to 
hinder the Unns (Oivvouc “Huns”), Alans (AAavouc), and other bar- 
barians from penetrating into the Roman domains through the canyon, 
called Chorytzon (XopoutGév; Tzon in a number of inscriptions), and the 
Caspian gates (twv Kaoniwv muAwv)...” (Menand., Frag., 6). 

The construction of this grandiose fortification system was appar- 
ently directed against Iran’s new powerful rival in the East—the Turkic 
Kaganate. The initial political alliance between Iran and the Kaganate, 
strengthened by the matrimonial one between Khosrow Anushirvan 
and the Turkic princess in 554, broke up after the final defeat of the 
Ephtalites in 567. The formal casus belli was Istemi-Khan’s ignominious 
demand to Persians, to pay him the tribute, which had been previously 


” See, e.g. M. G. Magometov, “Drevnie politi¢eskie centry Xazarii”, SA, No 3, 
1975; idem, Obrazovanie xazarskogo kaganata (po materialam arxeologiceskix issledovanij i 
pis mennym dannym), Moscow, 1983: 46-57. 
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rendered to the Ephtalites.°* However, in fact, it was the war for the mo- 
nopoly in silk trade, for the control over the caravan routs and markets. 
Iran’s refusal to give the transit permit via its territories to the West 
and to mediate in trade provoked the Kaganate to embark on hostilities 
in order to get control over the Silk Road’s northern part (through the 
northern Caspian coast-line and the near-Caucasian steppes to the 
northern coast of the Black Sea), to subjugate the North Caucasus, thus 
establishing direct trade with Byzantium. During 567-571, Istemi-Khan 
brought into subjection the north-west Caspian and coastal nomads of 
Dagestan—the Abkhaz (Savirs), Banjar (Bulgarians), and Balanjar 
tribes.” At the end of 568 or, rather, in the spring of 569, Istemi Khan 
sent a mission headed by a Sogdian, called Maniakh, to Constantinople 
through the Caucasus, for establishing trade-contacts and the military 
alliance against Iran. In August 569, the representative of Emperor 
Justin II (565-578), commander and “strategist of the eastern lands” 
Zemarkh, together with Maniakh, visited the Kagan’s headquarters on 
the mountain Ektagh, where he became a witness of the Kagan’s negli- 
gence towards the Iranian messengers and of the actual declaration of 
war against Khosrow I. Zemarkh’s mission to Istemi-Khan lasted nearly 
a year and was back to Constantinople not earlier than in spring 570. 
Hence, the hostilities against Iran in the East began approximately by 
late autumn-winter 569, or in the very beginning of 570. Most likely, af- 
ter the unsuccessful military campaigns in the Central Asia, Istemi-khan 
decided to undertake a campaign on the Caucasian front, as reported by 
al-Tabari. At that time, neither Zemarkh, nor Istemi-Khan himself were 
informed about the construction of a powerful fortification line in the 
Derbend Pass. Though Zemarkh as a statesman was supposed to know 
that in 568, according to the treaty of 561, Constantinople was obliged 
to pay 90 thousand gold coins (nearly 410 kg) to Iran, and that a part of 
this money was to be spent on the reinforcement and security of the 
Caucasian frontiers. 

In 571, Iran and the Turkic Kaganate signed a peace treaty on the 
beneficial terms for Khosrow Anushirvan.” At the same time, the data 
of the written sources clearly show that the Derbend fortifying complex 
construction was started shortly before 570-571. This conclusion sorts 
well with the above time-estimate on the beginning of the fortifying 
system construction. 


5 Artamonoy, Istoriya xazar: 134; Gumilev, Drenvnie tyurki: 47, also 42-45. 
5° Sixsaidov, op. cit.: 70; Artamonov, ibid.: 137-138; Gumilev, ibid.: 47. 
°° Gumilev, Drevnie tyurki: 47. 
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Thus, among the suggestions concerning the date in inscription N3, 
“the year of 37” of Khosrow Anushirvan’s reign proves to be the most 
acceptable one. After the first stage of the works (i.e. the erection of the 
northern city wall and the citadel in 568-569), the immense complex 
construction was continued. Thanks to his active foreign policy, Khos- 
row Anushirvan managed both to force Byzantium to payout for the se- 
curity of the Caucasian “gates”, and to provide financial support for the 
largest fortifying construction in the Caucasus. As a result of the suc- 
cessful wars against Byzantium, Khosrow received 156 centenaries of 
gold (5108 kg) from Justinianus in 531, 545, 550, and 552; besides, during 
the campaigns of 540 and 544, a redemption-fee was received from sev- 
eral Byzantine cities—the total of nearly 300 kg of gold and over 5 tons 
of silver, leaving alone the riches of the Byzantium cities plundered in 
540.°' Furthermore, according to the Iran-Byzantine agreement of 561, 
Iran received 210 thousand solids (955 kg of gold) and in 568—90 thou- 
sand gold coins (410 kg). 

Thus, on the basis of the above analysis, the beginning of the con- 
struction of the Derbend stone fortification complex and the comple- 
tion of its initial stage (the citadel and the city-wall) can be dated back 
to the years 568-569 A.D. During this period, the military-political situa- 
tion in the region was highly favourable for undertaking the creation of 
such a defensive complex, rightfully called the Great Caucasian Wall. 


** Semenov, Etnopoliticeskaya istoriya: 24. 


